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The Curious Case of Neal Schiesske 
B v: C ASEY B AUMBERGER 
His callused fingers strum at the strings expertly, plucking out an 
original melody that fills the dreary apartment. His two friends s it next to him on 
the worn, suede couch; one picks a complimentary harmony and the other sings 
gentle lyrics. Together, their sound is sad and burdened, yet somehow it still 
carries the air of hope and aspiration. 
I close my eyes and let my ears follow the lyrics. 
Can you feel the treasure here 
No blasphemy, nor fear 
Can you shred the hate in your heart? 
Skip on back to the start 
The words roll around in my head, touching my thoughts the way the 
waves caress the lonely early morning shoreline. 
'Cause the world won't take me down 
But the fallen will 
They will always tear you down 
I open my eyes, resting them on Neal and his guitar. He is an expression 
in and of himself; h is loud, no-bounds personality decorates every inch of his skin, 
his arms and chest a kaleidoscope of inked colors and shapes. Yet as he p lays, he 
is calmed, contained, somber even. In this moment, he is a contradiction. 
Skip on back to the start. 
He paints the scene for me. A small, rundown house by the beach is home 
from the first day he can remember until the day he left for the Marine Corps, 
his proud father waving goodbye in the bus mirror. With only h im, his siblings, 
and their fathe r in the house, deep down, home always felt like it was missing 
something. He longed and ached for her presence, even though he had never 
known his mother. The word home still elicits that feeling when he talks about it, I 
see it in the lines around his eyes, too deep for someone of twenty-two years. 
Can you shred the hate in your heart? 
My eyes wander to the short, thick scar that s its under his right ear, just 
above where his square jaw line begins. 
May 2 0, 2 012. Neal marries the love of his life. 
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September 12, 2014. Neal's divorce is finalized. 
In the two years, three months, and twenty-two days between those 
fateful dates, he endured punishments of the worst kinds. His son was h idden 
from him. His wife was unfaith fu l. His m oney was s to len, as was his confidence 
and self-worth. An argument over the hours of his new job elicited a blow from 
the dull end of the knife that le ft the little pink sca r. 
The only other scar from this trial is hidden underneath a lopsided 
hourglass tattoo painted on h is left bicep with the phrase "Time Marches On". 
You can't see the remnant from the sharp blade unless he tells you it's there. 
No blasphemy, nor fear. 
Despite living across the country a t a California military base, Neal Skyped 
his son every night. He spent h is days serving our country. On his evenings and 
weekends, he met with his dealers and customers, buying product straight from 
Columbia and selling his special meth-cut cocaine to ensure tha t he'd have enough 
income to pay for his son's schooling. In one of our earlier conversations, I asked 
him why he didn't get another job to make ends meet. Drug dealing is dangerous 
and illegal, after all. Why not do som ething safer and healthier fo r yourself? He 
looked at me as if I had just asked him why the sky is b lue. 
"I work full time for the Marines. I don't have a college d egree. The only 
job I could maybe get would be minimum wage. A year of minimum-wage pay 
checks after taxes wouldn't even b e close to enough." 
I feel like a sheltered idiot for n ot thinking of tha t. 
I barely see the fading spide r web of track mark scars on his inner e lbow 
as he bends h is wrist a round the neck of the guitar. 
'Cause the world won't take me down 
But the fallen will 
They will always tear you down 
My gaze turns to the ugly, dried flowers that a re fra med on the wall. Once 
bright and full, the white has turned dirty and g rey, and in the year since h is fathe r's 
funeral, the red faded to dull p ink, and the light has forsaken the yellow. I d idn't 
know Neal before his father's death, but someth ing te lls me tha t h is eyes used to be 
vibrant like those flowers. 
Now, they are dark and wise, with a hint of pain hidden somewhere just 
out of reach. I would imagine loosing your one and only parent does that to you. 
The one who made your meals, cried and hugged you when he found out you 
were cutting yourself, saw you off to the Marine Corps, and the man who's arms 
comforted you when your wife left you. In a way, it ages you. 
He likes to use the term "old, worn-down, and broken" to describe 
himself. I tell him he is storied. And stories are beautiful. 
Can you feel the treasure here? 
He puts his guitar down and lights a cigarette. H is friends stand up 
and retire to their rooms as the clock reads 11:58pm. He takes a drag, let t ing the 
smoke slowly escape his lips as he leans back, an invisible burden lifting from his 
tattoo-clad shoulders. 
Neal is a mess of a person. 
He is a Marine who misses the call of duty. He is a father without 
his beloved son by his side. I fmd him occasionally looking down to his side, 
slightly extending his reach as if he is reaching for a little hand. He is a musician 
struggl ing to make a name for himself, spending hours at the studio recording 
the same melody until his fingertips b leed. He is a drug addict and dealer, using 
them to escape his life as well as to fund it. He is a lover without someone to love, 
sleeping away the night alone. 
Neal is probably the last person who should come to mind when 
someone asks me the question, "Who do you admire?" But he isn't. He is actually 
one of the very first, second only to my own mother. 
N ea! is a treasure of a person . 
He is a Marine who is always willing to house his fe llow brothers when 
they visit; seven of his Corps friends visited a few weeks ago and he let them all 
stay at his little apartment. He salutes the flag when The Anthem plays while 
others simply stand and stare. He is a good dad; he Skypes his son nightly, along 
with sending weekly letters and monthly packages. He is an artist, and a talented 
one at that. He provides for his family, no matter the cost to his well-being. He is 
the truest of friends. 
He takes one last pull from h is cigarette and puts it out in the ashtray. 
He is quiet for a minute, rubbing his callused and tanned hands togethe r. H is 
brow is furrowed like it often is, always thinking, always pensive. He looks up at 
me and asks, "Do you want to Skype Landyen with me? He says he wants to 
meet you". 
I feel a g rin spread across my face. I nod and follow when he pu lls my 
hand, leading me to h is computer. He opens the laptop and brings up the app. 
As Skype is calling, I sit on my hands and wait eagerly, excited and honored to be 
part of the beautiful story that he is writing with his life. 
CASEY BAUMBERGER is born and raised in Iowa, though her heart lies 
in Green Bay (Go Pack Go!). Her m ain goal in life is to never grow old 
at heart. When she isn't writing, she works as a horse trainer and can 
b e fou nd exploring new things, skyd iving, running marathons, and 
b elly dancing. 
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